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Attached  is  the  draft  environmental  impact  statement  prepared  by  the 
Department  of  State  Lands  on  the  proposed  continuation  and  expansion 
of  Western  Energy  Company's  Rosebud  Mine  at  Col  strip,  Montana.  Also 
included  as  explanatory  and  supplementary  material  are  some  of  the 
application  materials  and  the  environmental  analysis  prepared  by  the 
Westinghouse  Environmental  Systems  Department  for  Western  Energy. 

The  Department  of  State  Lands  must  review  all  application  materials 
submitted  by  the  Western  Energy  Company  pursuant  to  Chapter  325  (The 
Montana  Strip  Mining  and  Reclamation  Act)  and  determine,  on  the  basis 
of  those  materials,  professional  expertise,  and  any  Input  as  a  result 
of  public  review,  whether  the  company  will  be  given  a  strip  mining 
permit  to  continue  their  operation.    All  application  materials  are 
available  for  public  review  1n  the  Reclamation  Division  office  of 
the  Department  of  State  Lands. 

Comments  on  the  attached  statement  are  invited  and  encouraged.  In 
order  to  obtain  further  public  review,  and  in  order  to  conserve  large 
volumes  of  paper,  the  Westinghouse  document  has  been  microfilmed  and 
placed  in  the  Eastern  Montana  College  Library,  the  University  of 
Montana  Library,  the  Montana  State  University  Library,  and  the  Miles 
City  Public  Library.    Any  interested  persons  are  invited  to  use  that 
service. 

Any  written  comments  should  be  submitted  to  the  Environmental  Coordinator, 
Staff  Services  Division,  Department  of  State  Lands,  Capitol  Station, 
Helena,  Montana,  59601,  by  December  11,  1973. 

Sincerely, 


Sharon  M.  Solomon 
Environmental  Coordinator 
Staff  Services  Division 


3  0864  1006  6121 


DRAFT  ENVIRONMENTAL  IMPACT  STATEMENT 


ADMINISTRATIVE  ACTION  -  Proposed  Approval  of  a  Strip  Mining 
Permit  for  the  Continuation  of  Western  Energy 
Company's  Rosebud  Mine  at  Colstrip,  Montana 


Submitted  Pursuant  to  the  Montana  Environmental  Policy  Act 
Section  69-6504  (b)  (3),  R.C.M.  1947 


Prepared  by 

STAFF  SERVICES  DIVISION 
MONTANA  DEPARTMENT  OF 
STATE  LANDS 


HELENA,  MONTANA 
November  21,  1973 


I.  •  INTRODUCTION 

Montana  has  a  vast,  relatively  untapped  natural  resource  under  her  eastern 
plains:    low  sulphur,  strippable  coal.    With  the  energy  crisis  and  the  fuel 
shortage  becoming  household  terms,  the  potential  for  development  of  that  coal 
1s  becoming  very  great,  entailing  both  the  expansion  of  existing  mines  and 
development  of  new  ones. 

Chapter  325,  SLM,  1973  (The  Montana  Strip  Mining  and  Reclamation  Act)  was 
enacted  Into  law  in  order  to  promote  orderly  mine  expansion  and  to  guarantee 
that  land,  once  stripped,  is  returned  to  another  productive  use. 

When  reviewing  an  application  for  a  permit  there  are  two  steps  that  must 
be  taken:    first,  the  decision  must  be  made  whether  or  not  the  proposed  area 
to  be  mined  has  any  of  the  characteristics  that  make  it  subject  to  the  selective 
denial  provisions  of  the  law,  and  thus,  whether  a  permit  can  be  granted;  and 
secondly,  if  a  permit  can  be  granted,  under  what  conditions  of  mining  and 
reclamation  that  permit  will  be  granted. 

Section  28  of  Chapter  325  specifies  that:    "Ninety  days  after  the  effective 
date  of  this  act,  the  state  shall  proceed  to  cancel,  according  to  their  terms, 
all  existing  contracts  entered  into  pursuant  to  Chapter  245,  Laws  of  Montana, 


Western  Energy  Company  had  an  existing  contract  under  the  1967  law  which 
will  be  cancelled  on  December  18,  1973.    Therefore,  the  company  had  to  apply 
for  a  permit  under  Chapter  325  and  be  subject  to  the  review  process.  The 
department  has  reviewed  the  materials  submitted  by  the  company  as  quickly  as 
time  and  personnel  allow.    The  permit  decision  will  be  based  on  that  review, 
field  Inspections,  and  any  Input  as  a  result  of  this  analysis. 

This  evaluation  of  possible  impacts  from  Western  Energy's  proposed  operation 
is  intended  to  be  an  evaluation  only  of  that  mine.    The  discussion  should  not  be 
extrapolated  to  other  areas  or  other  mines  since  each  has  its  own  unique  problems 
and  benefits. 

II.    DESCRIPTION  OF  THE  PROPOSED  ACTION 

The  area  to  be  mined  in  the  permit  year  comprises  land  in  parts  of  Section 
18,  TIN,  R42E;  Sections  3,  4,  12,  and  13,  TIN,  R41E;  and  Sections  33  and  34, 
T2N,  R41E.    Over  the  next  twelve  months  185  acres  will  be  disturbed;  over  the 
intended  life  of  the  mine  12,607  acres  will  be  disturbed  by  the  mining  operation. 

Western  Energy  Company,  a  wholly-owned  subsidiary  of  the  Montana  Power 
Company,  acquired  the  Rosebud  Mine  from  the  Northwestern  Improvement  Company 
in  1959  and  reactivated  the  mine  there  1n  1968.    Through  the  end  of  1972 
Western  Energy  Company  had  removed  a  total  of  12,990,000  tons  of  coal. 

At  the  present  time  two  350  MW  mine  mouth  generating  plants  (Colstrip  Units 
1  and  2)  are  being  constructed  at  Colstrip  and  will  be  fueled  from  the  Rosebud 
Mine.    Two  additional  700  MW  plants  have  been  planned  (Colstrip  Units  3  and  4) 
and  construction  permits  applied  for;  these  also  would  be  fueled  from  the 
Rosebud  Mine. 


2 


Three  areas  are  identified  in  the  permit  application:    Pit  6,  Area  E,  and 
Area  A.    Pit  6  fuels  the  Corette  steam  generating  plant  at  Billings.    Area  E 
(which  will  be  stripped  after  Pit  6  is  worked  out  early  in  1974),  will  fuel  the' 
Billings  plant,  Col  strip  Units  1  and  2,  and  provide  coal  for  contracts  that  may 
be  negotiated  in  the  future.    The  coal  from  Area  A  will  go  exclusively  to  fill 
contracts  with  Wisconsin  Power  and  Light. 

From  1924  to  1958,  the  Northern  Pacific  Railway  disturbed  700  acres  of  land 
at  Colstrip.    The  spoils  were  left  unreclaimed  until  1971  when  the  Burlington 
Northern  began  a  voluntary  reclamation  program.    To  date,  the  Burlington 
Northern  has  540  acres  of  the  700  to  date  at  some  stage  of  the  restoration 
process. 

Most  of  the  explanatory  information  concerning  the  area  of  land  to  be 
affected  and  the  operation  Itself  1s  contained  in  the  accompanying  Westinghouse 
report. 

III.    ENVIRONMENTAL  IMPACT  OF  THE  PROPOSED  ACTION 

The  action  of  mining  will  temporarily  disrupt  the  surface  vegetation  and 
any  indigenous  wildlife  populations  that  may  exist  at  the  mine  site.    If  proper 
surface  reclamation  techniques  are  followed  that  disruption  will  be  short  term 
and  the  land  will  be  returned  to  productive  livestock  and  wildlife  range. 

Western  Energy  Company  has  estimated  that  1t  will  cost  the  company  $1,000.00 
per  acre  to  reclaim  the  surface  mined  land  at  Colstrip.    They  have  estimated  that 
the  total  cost  to  date  of  reclaiming  the  old  Burlington-Northern  spoils  has  been 
$600.00  per  acre  but  reclamation  has  not  been  completed  on  that  acreage.  In 
1972,  Western  Energy  mined  5,500,774.64  tons  of  coal  and  spent  $66,991.29  1n 
reclamation  costs  or  approximately  1.2c  per  ton.    Therefore,  considering  the 
success  which  has  been  met  with  so  far  in  the  reclamation  research  conducted 
at  Western  Energy1  (see  also  Westinghouse  Report)  $1,000.00  per  acre  would 
appear  to  assure  reclamation  according  to  the  law. 

Western  Energy  Company  is  mining  only  the  Rosebud  seam  of  coal  at  Colstrip 
although  the  8  to  10  foot  thick  McKay  seam  lies  only  7  to  30  feet  below  the 
Rosebud.    Determination  will  have  to  be  made  under  Chapter  220,  SLM,  1973  (The 
Strip  Mined  Coal  Conservation  Act)  whether  that  bed  is  currently  strippable 
and  marketable  under  the  terms  of  that  law  and,  if  so,  whether  it  must  be  mined. 
If  Western  Energy  Company  is  granted  a  permit  under  Chapter  325  and  the  McKay 
1s  not  mined  the  potential  for  redlsturbing  the  reclaimed  land  at  a  later  date 
must  be  considered.    Whether  the  land  could  recover  from  two  consecutive  dis- 
turbances by  strip  mining  in  a  relatively  short  geologic  time  is  questionable. 

Chapter  325  sets  some  special  limits  on  environmental  impacts  on  certain 
types  of  land.    The  department  cannot  legally  issue  a  permit  for  a  mining  activity 
which  exceeds  these  limits.    The  provisions  1n  Chapter  325  are  known  as  the 
selective  denial  provisions  of  the  law  and  are  contained  1n  Section  9(2)  of 
the  act. 

Section  9(2)    The  department  shall  not  approve  the  application  for 
prospecting  or  strip  mining  permit  where  the  area  of  land  described 
in  the  application  includes  land  having  special,  exceptional,  critical, 
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•   or  unique  characteristics,  or  that  mining  or  prospecting  on  that  area 
would  adversely  affect  the  use,  enjoyment,  or  fundamental  character 
of  neighboring  land  having  special,  exceptional,  critical,  or  unique 
characteristics.    For  the  purposes  of  this  act,  land  is  defined  as  having 
such  characteristics  if  it  possesses  special,  exceptional,  critical  or 
unique: 

(a)  biological  productivity,  the  loss  of  which  would  jeopardize 
certain  species  of  wildlife  or  domestic  stock;  or 

(b)  ecological  fragility,  in  the  sense  that  the  land,  once  ad- 
versely affected,  could  not  return  to  Its  former  ecological  role  in 
the  reasonable  foreseeable  future;  or 

(c)  ecological  importance,  1n  the  sense  that  the  particular  land 
has  such  a  strong  influence  on  the  total  ecosystem  of  which  it  is  a  part 
that  even  temporary  effects  felt  by  it  could  precipitate  a  system-wide 
reaction  of  unpredictable  scope  or  dimensions;  or 

(d)  scenic,  historic,  archaeologic,  topographic,  geologic,  ethnologic, 
scientific,  cultural,  or  recreational  significance.    In  applying  this  sub- 
section, particular  attention  should  be  paid  to  the  inadequate  preservation 
previously  accorded  Plains  Indian  history  and  culture. 

Included  in  the  mining  plans  for  Pit  6  is  an  operation  which  appears  to 
involve  an  environmental  impact  related  to  the  concept  of  ecological  fragility 
as  defined  1n  the  act.    The  mining  plan  proposes  to  make  one  cut  through  a 
highly  eroded  sandstone  ridge  area  1n  order  to  make  an  economic  mining  develop- 
ment of  an  estimated  1,000,000  tons  of  coal  located  to  the  east  and  northeast 
of  the  present  mining  operation  in  Pit  6.    Several  cuts  would  be  made  in  the 
northern  part  of  the  pit  extension  1n  addition  to  the  one  cut  through  the  ridge 
area.    Figure  I  shows  the  plan  of  the  operation.    The  cut  would  create  a  surface 
disturbance  approximately  700  feet  wide  through  the  bluffs  in  order  to  mine  an 
estimated  110  feet  wide  strip  of  coal.    Reclamation  efforts  would  not  return 
this  area  to  its  former  ecological  role. 

Western  Energy  engineers  have  indicated  that  the  pit  extension  which  this 
cut  would  create  is  not  a  highly  economic  operation.    Western  Energy  must 
determine  a  method  to  move  their  1050-B  shovel  from  the  present  location  1n 
Pit  6  to  Area  E  to  the  northeast  since  the  weight  of  the  1050-B  as  designed  is 
too  great  to  operate  directly  on  soil  materials.    Company  engineers  indicate 
that  the  shovel  must  be  moved  on  a  coal  seam.    The  1050-B  equipment  is  used  to 
strip  overburden  working  directly  from  the  top  of  the  coal  seam. 

Since  the  Rosebud  seam  has  been  mined  to  the  north  and  northeast  of  the 
present  Pit  6  the  only  direction  in  which  the  shovel  could  be  moved  over  the 
seam  is  through  the  sandstone  bluff.    An  alternative  would  be  to  purchase 
wooden  mats  for  the  shovel  to  travel  on.    Another  alternative  is  for  the 
company  to  mine  a  lower  coal  seam. 

Company  engineers  have  indicated  (but  have  not  supplied  any  data)  that  it 
would  be  uneconomical  to  open  the  Pit  6  extension  if  the  necessity  to  move  the 
1050  shovel  over  coal  were  not  used  as  an  economic  factor. 


4 


FIG.  1      PIT  6  EXTENSION  -  WESTERN  ENERGY 


the  Jn^nL^V^  thr°U9h  the  sandstone  bluff  and  the  small  valley  between 
thl  amott      lietoC[eatfS  J  cT1drable  »"»unt  of  surface  disturbance  for 
the  amount  of  coal  to  be  mined.    In  the  one  cut  area  an  estimated  37  acre.;  nf 

if"  US    dls  urh^V°  T8  237'f°  t0nS  0f  coal  or  a  proxla  e  J  6  a  res 

turtance  for        nf  tL pT+T h  !Cre«°f  C?al  rem0Ved'    The  tota1  area  °f  dis- 
inlS  « J   *  1      -Ith?, P1t  6  extensions  ^  estimated  to  be  84  acres  and  the 
of     stance d  P:oduct1on  at  1.000  000  tons.    This  is  a  ratio  of  3  5  acres 
of  disturbance  for  each  acre  of  coal  mined.    The  ratio  of  surface  disturbance 

o'rcSarremoved!"96"         "°Uld  aPPr°aCh  1  acre  °f  *l«tSrt25 >  for  each  acre 

^hhJ^kw^  haS  lndIcated, tnat  should  the  department  determine  that  the 

fraa  tiSv  tZn  l^  t0  be  eJcl!d.ed  fr0m  the  m1n1n9  a™  because  of  ecological 
Zrllll  If       the  re?epves  in  the  proposed  pit  extension  would  not  be  mined 
because  of  the  economic  factors.    The  double  expense  of  moving  the  equipment  on 
wooden  mats  and  the  expense  of  opening  such  a  slnall  area  would  prohibit  the 
development  of  this  resource.    The  same  decision  by  the  department  would 
eliminate  the  destruction  of  fragile  formations  and  InltlSS  thl  abSdonment 
of  a  mining  plan  with  a  high  disturbance  ratio.  aoanaonment 

th»   Otfer  environmental  impacts,  including  a  discussion  of  the  disruption  of 
the  coal  seam  aquifer,  are  Included  in  the  Westinghouse  report. 

IV.    ALTERNATIVES  TO  THE  PROPOSED  ACTION 

No  Action  Alternative 

The  most  obvious  alternative  1s  to  deny  a  permit  to  Western  Enerqy  to 
contlnute  mining  at  Col  strip.    This  would  cause:  y 

l\   t??S<°fJ85  j2bs  directly  associated  with  the  mining  operation. 

.LrJ!!         °f  Ty  secondary  and  tertiary  jobs  in  Colstrip,  Forsyth, 
and  the  surrounding  area. 

3)    Loss  of  a  substantial  tax  revenue  to  Rosebud  County 

o  !^1ni'at10n  °!  the  instruction  of  and  plans  to  build  mine  mouth 
electrical  generating  plants  at  Colstrip. 
5)    Wisconsin  Power  and  Light  and  the  Billings  Corette  Plant  would  have  to 
find  new  coal  sources  to  fuel  their  generating  plants. 

wou'ld^norJonJlnuT  ^  °"  ^  hydr0l°9y*  and  land  forms 

7)    Further  depletion  of  coal  reserves  would  not  continue. 

}    ll'^uld^nofoccu?11'6  ^  d°meSt1C  9rdZin9  habUat  and  ^1cultural 
loi    Ae£^  fU6ls«  and  9-undwater  would  cease. 

Underground  Mining 

1n  qeL^aW^Jr  ll  nfZg?iT\Thing  ??U]d  be  applied  to  underground  mining 
in  general  unat  1s,  at  other  sites)  thus  eliminating  any  further  disturbance  at 
Colstrip  or  to  underground  mining  of  coal  reserves  In  the  Colstrip  area 

of  sulfacrjs??a?f  anJ?9rn°^!!?der9Tnd  m1n^n9  ^  the  m1nimal  removal  and  disturbance 
or  surrace  strata.    At  Colstrip,  underground  mining  of  the  relatively  shallow 
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Rosebud  and  McKay  seams  would  probably  create  severe  subsidence  or  underground 
caving.    However,  mining  of  deeper  seams  1n  that  area  would  probably  be  feasible 
if  proper  technology  were  available. 

At  the  present  time  most  equipment  used  in  underground  mining  was  developed 
for  coal  seams  less  than  10  feet  in  thickness*,  mining  seams  20  to  30  feet  thick 
would  require  a  new  family  of  equipment.    Until  this  happens,  underground  mining 
at  Colstrip  is  probably  not  feasible. 

Utilization  of  Other  Forms  of  Energy 

This  would  involve  utilization  of  oil,  oil  shale,  tar  sands,  and  other  fossil 
fuels  which  are  in  short  supply  and  also  Involve  substantial  land  disturbance  or 
development  of  other  means  of  power  generation,  including  nuclear,  solar,  wind, 
and  so  forth. 

Alteration  of  Mining  and/or  Reclamation  Plan 

Alteration  of  either  plan  must  be  in  compliance  with  Chapter  325.  Therefore, 
any  alteration  of  the  plan  could  only  be  1n  accord  with  the  law's  provisions  and 
the  impact  would  not  be  changed  substantially. 

The  alternative  of  requiring  Western  Energy  Company  to  mine  the  lower  McKay 
seam  cannot  be  considered  1n  the  decision  to  grant  a  permit  under  Chapter  325. 
The  approval  of  the  mining  plan  under  the  Coal  Conservation  Act  will  make  the 
determination  of  whether  the  McKay  seam  will  be  mined. 

V.    RELATIONSHIP  OF  SHORT  TERM  USE  OF  MAN'S  ENVIRONMENT  VS.  LONG  TERM  PRODUCTIVITY 

The  most  obvious  conflict  1s  between  the  traditional  use  of  the  land  for 
agriculture  and  grazing  purposes  and  the  proposed  short  term  use  for  surface 
mining. 

If  reclamation  is  successful  the  long  term  use  of  the  land  for  agricultural 
purposes  may  be  altered  but  not  eliminated.    Mining  will  change  the  contour  of 
the  land  to  the  extent  that  cliffs  or  steep  slopes  will  be  reduced  to  a  5:1  gradient, 
and  the  whole  character  of  the  land  will  be  reduced  to  a  rolling  contour. 

The  surface-mined  coal  will  be  utilized  for  electrical  generation  purposes 
in  midwestern  cities,  providing  heat,  lights,  and  so  forth.    It  also  will  help 

the  power  companies  to  meet  S0X  air  pollution  standards  and  so  improve  the  air 
quality  for  the  city  dwellers. 

The  Western  Energy  Company  coal  will  also  be  used  1n  electrical  generating 
plants  producing  power  in  Montana.  A  great  deal  of  the  power  generated  will  go 
to  alleviate  power  needs  on  the  West  Coast. 

Current  use  of  the  strippable,  low  sulphur  coal  eliminates  the  possibility 
for  its  use  at  a  later  date  for  other  possibly  more  useful  purposes,  such  as 
petrochemicals.    These  may  be  more  importance  to  the  country  in  the  long  run. 


VI.  IRREVERSIBLE  AND  IRRETRIEVABLE  COMMITMENT  OF  RESOURCES 

The  coal  being  mined  is  an  Irretrievable  commitment  of  a  nonrenewable 
resource.    Once  that  coal  1s  mined  and  burned  1t  1s  lost  forever  for  all  uses. 

Steel,  Iron,  and  other  resources  that  were  used  1n  construction  of  the 
plant,  rail  spur,  dragline,  and  other  equipment  are  committed  as  are  the  oil 
and  gas  reserves  used  to  fuel  them. 

VII.  LITERATURE  CITED 

Montana  Agricultural  Experiment  Station.    1973.    Surface  Mined  Land 
Reclamation  Research  in  Montana.    Research  Report  40.   April.  122p. 


Comments  have  been  requested  from  the  following: 


Mr.  Edwin  Zaidlicz,  State  Director 
Bureau  of  Land  Management 
316  North  26th  Street 
Billings,  Montana  59101 

Mr.  Steve  Yurich,  Regional  Forester 
U.  S.  Forest  Service 
Federal  Building 
Missoula,  Montana  59801 

Mr.  A.  B.  Linford 

State  Conservationist 

U.  S.  Soil  Conservation  Service 

P.  0.  Box  970 

Bozeman,  Montana  59715 

Mrs.  Mavis  McKelvey 

Montana  League  of  Conservation  Voters 

1740  Madeline  Avenue 

Missoula,  Montana  59801 

Mr.  A.  F.  Czarnowsky 

Area  Mining  Supervisor 

U.  S.  Department  of  Interior 

Geological  Survey 

Conservation  Division 

P.  0.  Box  2550 

Billings,  Montana  59103 

Mr.  Kit  Muller 

Northern  Plains  Resource  Council 
437  Stapleton  Building 
Billings,  Montana  59101 

Mr.  Richard  Hodder 
Research  Associate 
Montana  State  University 
Agricultural  Experiment  Station 
Bozeman,  Montana  59715 

Mary  Lee  Reese 
League  of  Women  Voters 
29  South  Alta 
Helena,  Montana 

Mr.  John  Leshy 

Natural  Resources  Defense  Council 

664  Hamilton  Avenue 

Palo  Alto,  California  94301 


Northern  Rockies  Action  Group 
9  Placer  Street 
Helena,  Montana  59601 

Dr.  Sid  Groff 

Montana  College  of  Mineral  Science 

and  Technology 
West  Park  Street 
Butte,  Montana  59701 

Mrs.  Jean  A.  Warren,  Chairman 
Sierra  Club 
Box  315 

Missoula,  Montana  59801 

Mr.  Edward  M.  Dobson 
Friends  of  the  Earth 
P.  0.  Box  882 
Billings,  Montana  59103 

County  Commissioners 
Rosebud  County 
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